the right hand of the repulsively tactile black velvet microfiber-bound D. G. Laporte, History of Shit. (Cambridge, Mass., 2000) (GT2835 L3613 2000 'Feces-Miscellanea').
While Allen acknowledges differences between now and the Middle Ages (pp. 11-2), she does not really outline any developments or befores and afters (as opposed to Afters).(9) But she does expound and anatomize many a medieval fart to us. I say 'anatomize,' for her one-woman-on-a-Bummel leisure reminds one of Burton's project, where a whole universe is tied to a single word. Kitchen-sink digressions (10) and medieval set pieces are incessant. (11) Allen clearly hasn't seen a pun she didn't like. (12) Her writing is quaint, witty, naughty, learned, and playful. She refuses to make her ripe and odorous subject arid and dull. The language is a delight. (13) Only 'osphresiolagniac' (p. 51) initially and 'tirret' (p. 57) definitively baffled.
This book fits into the New Middle Ages (Stephen Jaeger's 'diminutive Middle Ages'), not the old (now obsolete) one that argued aetherially about how many angels could dance on the head of a pin. People were short, stank, had bad hair, and worse teeth, and farted incessantly. Throughout we are reminded of just how bad the age smelled. 'My dear, the noise, the smell, the people!' The project reflects a postmodern interest in the low, abject, and marginal, 'hodiernal trivia,' and takes very literally the allegedly Virgilian concept of seeking gold in dung. (14) Allen recently moderated a session 'Bodily Functions in Late Medieval Literature and Art' at the International Medieval Congress at Leeds, and her book attracted an interview in the Chronicle of Higher Education. (15) This unafraid scholarship takes on something small, despised, and embarrassing. The fart poses special challenges because of its (happy) evanescence and invisibility. It also involves another fashionable form of history, namely of the senses. Smell was a member of one of those important canonicals sets that medievals loved to think with. It is the mediating sense (not haptic like touch and taste), but also not capable of leaping great distances or physical barriers like its higher brethren, sight and sound.
Allen's book may shock some (perhaps philosophers with its disquisition on the meditatio mortis and the fart (p. 70) and Judaeo-Christian believers who might prefer less information about God's posteriora (p. 78), Sinai 'reeking' (p. 96), the 'mighty wind' of Pentecost (p. 96), or 'a time to fart and a time to clench' (p. 125)). It is obviously a transgressive snook-cock (or should it be 'cock-snook'?). We've long used the word 'f***' in academic prose so now, as for five-year-olds, fundamental terms are the final frontier.
We begin with the paradoxical silence around the fart (16), the shame surrounding its emission, the silentbut-deadly fart ('vesse' Trust the Gallo-Romans to have a word for it!(17)), the Middle Ages' 'high comfort level' with the fart, Roland the Farter's feudal payment of one fart, medieval lack of privacy, proverbs about shit and defecation, the compulsion to use the scatological in elementary Latin grammatical education, the logic of the fart (how to divide one), the musical bum (both Boschian demons and proto-Pujolic pétomanes [already in Augustine]), farts elicited by movement, carminatives (18) charms to induce farting, its 'audible violence,' smell as the mediating sense (non-haptic), the stench of sin, sexual sedition in the privy, internal and external winds, breaths, spirits, and exhalations, microcosm and macrocosm, erections raised by air (not blood), farts as barometers of virility,(19) the death fart (crepitus mortis), the testamentary fart, the fart as Pentecostal spirit, the fart omen of Baby Hermes, death in the privy, Dante's hell as intestinal, insect trials (p. 87), ubiquity of demons, anal death throes, exsufflatio at baptism, connections between gold and shit and alchemy, and 'Duck-Rabbit, Face-Bottom' (pp. 104-5), which comes out of nowhere and concludes the section primarily concerned with 'laughter.' But there is also the 'language' side of the book. Laporte saw François I's ordinances about the French language and about urban waste of 1539 as portentously linked, a moment when the mud-town of the Parisii 'emerged from the muck.'(20) And Allen's 'In Between' is largely about etymology and language. But what medievalist needs to be told about the unscientific nature of medieval etymology or what modern linguistic theories about the regularity of sound change entail? Also puzzling is the flippant tone discernible in some of the comments about sound laws (p. 131). Is Allen tilting at a windmill or creating straw men? It all sounds like a defensive build-up to the multi-lingual pun she discerns in Chaucer's 'ars-metrike' (p. 139 and p. 143). But it has been known for a long time (21) , and few would question its legitimacy.
While there is much that is intriguing, learned, enlightening, clever, and -in flashes -profound in the book (22) there is also a fair amount of balderdash, both the portentous-pretentious type (23) and the fun-butfrivolous. (24) Caveat lector! While fine readings and insights are many (e.g. pp. 83-4, pp. 94-5), some material is presented that cannot stand up as any sort of rational literary or historical argument. And this reviewer missed exegetic sources. (25) And while systematization of this sort of subject is an easy target for derision, it should be possible to write a less persistently jocular scholarly cultural history of the medieval fart. (26) Some connections seem based on false premises, e.g. the section on alchemy (pp. 95ff). It is hard to pin down the entry point for the discussion, beyond the image of the Dukatenscheisser shitting ducats ('world upside-down' seen as an image of alchemy). At p. 101 'metallic fodder gets putrefied into shit' in the earth 'en route to becoming gold.' This seems to presuppose a misunderstanding about the range of meaning of faex. (27) Or perhaps the treatment was encouraged by the dread Laporte's obsession with 'lustral gold' and theories about alchemy?(28) One might read the Dukatenscheisser as a miser punished, since in a Roman comedy a miser is fantastically imagined as a man so stingy that he stops his nether mouth too when he sleeps so as not to lose any wind. Allen's breadth of learning is considerable. Few of us write books that give us the opportunity to get it wrong in so many different languages and areas. But under the hood there are problems, of which a sample. (33) To one coming to this (as this reviewer does) from behind, from antiquity, the medieval material seems more plentiful and more explicit, with access to higher literary genres (Dante, for example), but not substantially different. From the wall of a tavern at Ostia the Seven Sages seated gave advice about fecal matters: 'Thales advices those who shit with difficulty to strain.' and 'sneaky Chilon taught how to fart ( vissire, cf. 'vesse' above) soundlessly.'(34) A Plautine comedy preserves for us the Latin sound that represented a fart (prox!). (35) There is a long ancient history of the thunderous fart (papapappax!) from Aristophanes' Clouds 390-91 to Suetonius' Life of Lucan, where with a fart the poet recited a half-line of Nero's in a public latrine: 'one would have thought that it thundered beneath the earth.'(36) Quis leget haec? While this reviewer enjoyed Allen's book very much, doubts remain about the project as straight academic scholarship (rather than as ludic essayistic journalism to tickle ignorant or jaded palates). (44) A distinguished medieval historian once joked that, although he did not expect the same reimbursement as Michael Jackson, he wanted his dean to understand that what he did in his lecture courses belonged on the same pay-scale-as entertainment. This book raises a similar question. One wishes to be fair to it by taking a lead from Collingwood, who emphasized the need correctly to identify the question to which a given proposition was the answer. What questions did Allen set herself? And here one encounters difficulties. The book features farts in many different contexts, particularly in OF fabliaux and ME literature. It certainly reminds us of the multiple contexts in which the fart makes its presence known in medieval literature. It contains many intriguing literary and cultural aperçus. But reading it is like watching a PowerPoint presentation whose slides could be presented in any order. There is pleasure in watching or reading the components, but no central arguments emerge, and beginners will find it hard to test Allen's assertions. A hypostasized dehistoricized Middle Ages is explored through the fart. Masses of detail are laid on, but not explored critically with regard to register, audience, or context. And many of its propositions are neither verifiable nor falsifiable, but the kind of thing one tries out in class or in a lecture or conversation-to see what the market can bear, or who salutes.
Neither pure literature, nor history, but cultural studies, there is nonetheless something oddly antiquarian about the project: a collection of appealing farts with meditations thereon. In the end one is left with a nagging worry that this, like other work from the new Medieval Studies, is a bit desperate to épater les bourgeois, to show administrators and colleagues in various modern cultures that we are 'with it' too, to combat the accusations that we are irrelevant, hidebound, archaic old fogeys (or farts), by somewhat exhibitionist farting in the face of academe. Isn't this shit cool? One would hate to feel that the only way to attract positive attention for Medieval Studies is to publish on paraphilias, defecation, venereal disease, mooning, menstrual blood, burps, farts, etc.(45) And on occasion one worries that too much engagement in topics such as this without sufficient scholarly preparation in more canonical studies may leave us with an excessively frivolous Middle Ages -of which we may rapidly begin to tire.
Notes

